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ONE

They were definitely lost.

The mist was getting thicker, swallowing the forest around them, taking all sound with it, leaving only a smothering hush. The morning sun was an ivory smear somewhere overhead. Javani stared up at the nearest trees, pretty sure they were oaks, their neighbours dwindling dark stripes in the grey fog beyond. The broad leaves were undeniably orange. The entire forest had been gloriously autumnal for some time – vivid shades of yellow, amber, viridian and indigo – and the foliage was becoming sparser by the day, a slow rain of golden leaves accompanying every breeze. Beneath Javani’s boots, a lush carpet the colour of blood stretched away into the mist, punctuated by fists of lichen-rimed rock and springing shrubs of vivid green. Fallen trunks, furry with moss, lay half-swallowed by the forest floor. Unseen birds chittered mutely overhead, the odd grey little finch swishing between branches, murky shapes in the fog. Everything smelled wet and fresh. If the sun ever made it through, Javani thought, it might be quite pretty here.

The hush was broken by some vicious swearing from down the slope, where her mother was attempting to coax the last of the ponies up to the ridge.

‘Do you want a hand?’ Javani called.

‘No,’ Ree snapped back. ‘Stay with the others.’ A grunt and another stream of invective followed. ‘If either of those little bastards decides to follow you down, we’ll never get them all up again.’

‘Is your leg all right?’

‘Fine. It’s fine. Nine fucking hells!’ Javani heard the swish of Ree’s walking staff. ‘Listen to me, you plum-brained plug, in the sight of all the gods I will beat you insensible if you do not move your stubby little arse up this fucking hill!’

‘She knows you won’t.’ Javani didn’t bother hiding her smile. ‘They’ve travelled with us too long.’ She stroked the nose of the pony beside her, who offered a polite snort in return.

A cry of triumph indicated the last pony’s belated change of heart, and a moment later Ree crested the slope beside her, near-dragged by the stout animal, despite its load. Her limp looked no better.

‘See?’ she said, between pants, her thick white hair plastered around her face. ‘I can be persuasive, kid.’

‘Don’t I know it.’ Javani waited for her mother to catch her breath, allowing her a moment of rest before the inevitable: ‘We’re lost, aren’t we?’

Ree didn’t miss a beat. ‘We are not.’

‘Would you say you know where we are?’

‘That’s not important.’

Javani rubbed her arms. The forest was definitely chillier, as well as increasingly leafless. ‘You don’t think it’s important?’

‘We know where we’re going: over the Ashadi. We just keep heading west, and we’ll get there.’ Ree started forward again, staff in hand, yanking the pony from the wiry shrub it had begun munching. ‘Come on, we’ve wasted enough daylight for one morning.’

Javani reached out a hand to intercept her. ‘Ree! Ma. Listen.’ Keeping a tight grip on the lead rope of the other two ponies, both happily investigating the same bank of ferns, she shuffled in front of her mother. ‘We have been crossing the Ashadi for weeks now. Months, even. And we’re still not across. Look around us.’ She swept a hand around the mist-choked forest. ‘The leaves have turned, and now they’re coming down in spades. There are more beneath our feet than above our heads. It’s colder and colder in the mornings.’

‘Nice to see a season turn, eh? Makes a change from the plains. You don’t get colour changes like this with a load of sandy rocks.’

‘Ma!’ Javani scratched at her neck. Something had bitten her there, she knew it. ‘Do you think we might have gone wrong somewhere? There are … There are more mountains than there should be.’

She already knew the answer – their westward progress across the mountains had been impeded by peaks of staggering height, and their efforts to find a way around had merely driven them further south along the range for weeks while getting them no closer to their goal – but the real question was whether her mother would admit it. That the landscape had changed was undeniable – they’d journeyed from arid slopes, through juniper forests, now into cloud and mist and autumn colours, ever-changing birdcalls and nightsounds, new trees and thorny carpets – yet somehow they were still no closer to their intended destination.

Ree took a long breath, still fighting the effects of the climb, and rested her staff against her shoulder as she slicked damp hair from her eyes. ‘Come on, kid, we skirted the big ones; these are barely even mountains. Just, you know, self-important hills.’

‘But we’re not over them, are we? We’re not in Arestan, the land of rice fields and vineyards and a sea as blue as sapphire, are we?’

‘No. Not yet. But we know it’s to the west, and we know which way that is.’

‘Do we?’ Javani gestured at the misty glare overhead. ‘We can’t see the sun through the trees and the mist for half the day, and the days are getting shorter and shorter. We’ve not seen our lucky hawk for ages, although I know he’s still out there.’ For once her mother did not attempt to disabuse her of the notion that the hawk she claimed to see from time to time was likely multiple birds and none was imbued with the spirit of a man who’d died to protect them. ‘And Moosh’s tip about the moss on the trunks … Well, it was horseshit, wasn’t it?’

Ree gave her a sad smile. She knew Javani still cried, sometimes, for her friend; more than once she’d wrapped her arms around her in the night, when the sobbing was too much. ‘It was. But I’m sure he believed it when he told you.’

Javani sniffed. ‘Poor Moosh. He’d have laughed to see us now. Wandering the Ashadi, supplies dwindling, one pony lost, following what I’m pretty sure is an animal trail, not any kind of actual path.’

‘It’s a path.’

‘Can we head back to that road? If we check the map again, maybe we can—’

Ree fixed her with an icy glare. ‘You want to double back? To travel days backwards, and downwards, and upwards again, gods help us, just in case … What? In case we missed a turning?’ She wiped a hand across her clammy brow. ‘Kid, you need to understand something: it was not a very good map. You get that? The map was, what’s the word, indicative at best. But we know where we’re going, and if we keep putting one foot in front of the other, we will get there. You hear me? These mountains can’t fight us off forever.’

Javani’s head was shaking. ‘I don’t like it, I don’t like it up here. It’s so quiet! You can’t see more than ten feet in front of you! It feels like the trees are trying to eat us!’

‘Now you’re just being silly. Have some water and let’s get moving.’ Ree held out her waterskin.

Javani reached for the skin with a scowl. ‘Fine.’

Ree did not release her grip.

‘Uh, Ree,’ Javani said, tugging gently on the skin.

‘Shh. Don’t move a muscle,’ Ree growled out of the corner of her mouth. She was holding herself rigid, staring over Javani’s shoulder.

Javani fought the urge to turn and look, instead keeping herself still. ‘What is it?’ she mouthed.

Ree’s voice was a low murmur. ‘Fallow deer. Upwind of us, but watching. Move slowly. Get the bow.’

‘What? Me?’

‘You’re closer, and the pony’s between you and the deer. Come on, before it spooks.’

‘But—’

‘Kid, you want to moan about our supply situation or do you want to do something about it? Move like ice, get the bow.’

‘But I don’t want to—’

‘Now is not the time for infant squeamishness, kid. I will watch but you must shoot. And gods know your archery needs practice.’

‘Can’t I use the little crossbow—’

‘Not at this range, and not with any chance of killing it cleanly. Get to it!’

Muttering to herself, Javani reached a slow hand to the pony’s laden side where their hunting bow was stashed. ‘Bad in the wet, bad in the dry, not enough bolts, never goes where you aim it – might as well sling the wretched thing.’

‘Hush your grumbling. You never know when a little surprise might come in handy. Now string the bow out of its eyeline.’

Javani did as she was told. Stringing the bow was hard enough at the best of times, let alone when attempted in absolute silence behind a pony’s legs. It wasn’t as if the hunting bow was any more accurate than the little hand crossbow, anyway … at least in her hands.

She slid one of the few remaining arrows from the quiver at the pony’s withers and notched it in the bowstring, then stepped carefully back as she drew, lining up her shot on the still-oblivious deer. A gorgeous thing, now she saw it clearly as the mist rippled between them: tawny coloured, its upper coat dappled with fine white spots, small antlers branching up from its head like cupped hands. It was standing completely still.

‘I want it recorded that I strenuously object to this action,’ she muttered.

‘Objection noted. Now remember what I taught you? Hold your breath, draw when you’re ready to shoot—’

‘Yes, yes! I’ve got it.’

‘Then get a fucking move on!’

Javani sighted along the arrow over the pony’s back, and drew back the bowstring. ‘Sorry, deer,’ she whispered. She loosed.

The arrow screwed off into the oaks, wide and high and wobbling as it flew, skimming off the underside of a branch and crashing to the leaf-thick floor. The deer started, dark eyes wide, then sprang away into the mist and out of sight.

Behind her came Ree’s heavy sigh. ‘Damned right you’re sorry. You shut your eyes, didn’t you? Nine hells, kid, we talked about this. Don’t hesitate. Identify what you want and go for it, don’t second-guess yourself.’ She leaned back against her pony’s side, shaking her head. ‘Well, what are you waiting for? Go and get the arrow.’

Muttering and huffing, Javani trudged through the shin-deep dead-leaf carpet, kicking red and soggy foliage up before her. She hadn’t shut her eyes, she was sure of it. Maybe it was just the will of the gods that she shouldn’t be taking the life of an innocent animal. No matter how hungry she and Ree got. She bit her lip at the thought. Their travelling provisions had been generous, Ree planned like a pessimist, but most of the packs over the ponies were tending to empty. And when they ran out, she knew Ree was going to suggest eating one of the ponies. That was something she absolutely would not—

What in hells was that?

A sound, from down the ridge’s far side, through a thick cluster of moss-furred trunks, the branches above increasingly skeletal. It had sounded like a, not a shout exactly, more like a cry. Someone in distress? Her pulse quickened, and she stopped herself, forcing a slow breath. Probably just an animal. They’d seen no other humans for too long, and now she was anthropomorphising the call of a, uh, quail, probably. Or maybe a partridge. She had no idea what either sounded like.

No. She heard it again, and this time she was sure – it was a person, and they were in trouble. She stood paralysed: run to help, or go back for Ree? What if it was someone cornered by a dangerous animal? She hadn’t even found the arrow yet. But getting Ree meant doubling back, marshalling the ponies, Ree limping over with her staff … Nope, no time.

With only a mad, expressive wave back to her mother and the ponies, she set off for the clustered hornbeams at a run, marvelling as yet more forest loomed out of the mist as she crested the ridge. She half-slid down the slope, dodging thorny shrubs, leaving dark and muddy grooves in the leaf-covering, keeping her attention fixed on the origin of the sound. She could hear other things now, over the sound of her thumping feet and the rush of blood in her ears – the burbling splash of moving water, metallic jingling, possibly murmured speech?

She reached the trees, still half-sliding, and slung her way through the nest of trunks and out the other side, inwardly delighted at her nimble steps. She erupted from the grove down a slippery chunk of bank, and tumbled down onto a wide, empty patch of ground, devoid of trees and kicked mostly clear of leaves. A trail. No, a road!

A few feet away, a mule stood. It looked at her sidelong, then flicked an ear and returned its attention to cropping at the brush along the roadside.

Her excitement drained. Had she simply heard the mule? They could be noisy buggers, that was true, and a fellow who’d come through Kazeraz once had claimed he’d made a mule sing. The mule hadn’t been around to corroborate, of course, but that was rather the nature of the teahouse stories. This one might be a chatty cousin.

‘Shit,’ muttered Javani. She’d gone through one knee of her trousers, was covered in mud, and a throbbing from one forearm suggested she hadn’t navigated those trunks quite as deftly as she’d thought. She looked back at the mule, which was now pointedly ignoring her, as mules do. It was heavily laden with sacks and had a lead rope hanging loose on the soft mud of the road.

Brushing the worst of the mud from her knees, Javani stood, and froze. Beyond the mule was a stretch of open road, curving away down the slope, then another mule. Another three mules, in fact, all equally laden with heavy sacks. And between those mules and the first stood three men, their cloaked backs to her, looking down at something on the ground.

Javani edged sideways until she could see what it was they were standing around. Her gut sank as her suspicions were confirmed. It was a huddled figure. One of the men swung a kick at it as she watched.

‘Shit,’ muttered Javani.

‘Had enough?’ the kicker spat at the person on the ground. His accent was thick, from far to the south and east. ‘Or still got that mouth on you?’

‘Sounds like he’s done talking,’ chuckled another, with a similar accent. ‘Come on, Fingers, let’s get the goods and be off.’

The man called Fingers was narrow and stringy, looming like a birch-trunk over the prone figure, fists clenching and unclenching. All three men were very dirty, as was the man on the ground, but presumably for different reasons. ‘What’s that? You still got some fight in you?’

Javani was shocked to find herself edging closer, and vowed to discipline her heedless feet. Craning forward, she just caught the strained words of the beaten man.

‘I only said … please let me take the mules back …’

Fingers kicked him again. ‘No. You fucking dolt.’ He swept one hand around in a narrow circle. ‘Come on, boys, let’s get back to the fire. And we know there’s good eating on a mule.’

Javani swallowed. What we have here, then, is a robbery; these men are brigands, and they’re robbing this man, who is, what, a merchant? A farmer? She peered at the sacks on the nearby mule. One seemed packed with wool, another grain. Was there a market somewhere nearby? Either way, it was a pretty solid assumption that the brigands were armed, and that in a moment one or more of them would come up the road towards her to get the last mule, at which point, she would … 

She would … 

‘Shit,’ muttered Javani.




TWO

This was one of those times, Javani thought, when you had to make a choice. She could turn, run and hide, and leave the poor merchant/farmer to be robbed and maybe even murdered, or she could intervene, and maybe save the man’s life. Maybe.

‘They’re over here!’ she called at the top of her lungs. ‘Archers, form up!’

The men by the mules flinched in surprise, then as one turned to look up the road towards her. She ducked behind the lone mule, which was now regarding her with a wary stare. Best if they saw as little of her as possible. She was disheartened to see they were wearing mail beneath their grubby cloaks.

‘The fuck was that?’ one said, his gaze swinging wildly. ‘Did someone say “archers”?’

‘Who else is operating up here?’ hissed another.

Lanky Fingers looked closest to being in charge. ‘Grab the mules, let’s get gone.’ He stepped away from the man on the ground, who began, ever so quietly, crawling towards the trees at the roadside.

Javani felt her shoulders unclench. Her gambit had worked. They were running.

‘I’ll get that one,’ Fingers growled, gesturing towards the lone mule, behind which Javani cowered. Tension returned to her shoulders like a whipcrack.

Fingers was coming up the slope towards her. When he saw her, saw he was dealing with a small, grubby girl who was very nearly thirteen but not quite, and a total absence of archers, things were going to go sideways very rapidly.

‘Shit,’ muttered Javani. It was possible she hadn’t thought her gambit all the way through.

The mule gazed at her reproachfully, as if asking what she’d expected to happen. ‘How was I to know they’d come for you?’ she hissed at it.

The mule chewed slowly, mulling the question, but produced no response.

Javani looked from it to the muddy bank at the roadside, and the thicket of hornbeams she’d scampered through on her arrival. Not a chance of scampering back without Fingers seeing. She crouched lower. The mule gave the slightest shake of its head, registering its disappointment.

‘Kid.’

Ree’s voice was low, almost inaudible, but it went through her like a wave. Javani snapped her gaze up, and there was her mother, nestled in the thicket, her staff discarded and not a pony in sight.

‘Catch.’

The hand-bow sailed from the trees and into Javani’s grateful hands. She filed her astonishment at catching it cleanly away for some deserved basking later, assuming there was a later, slid a slim bolt from the grip and set about cranking the weapon. She was more than familiar with its workings; she’d been on the wrong end of plenty of examples already in her young life.

‘Now what was— Boys! Get up here!’ Fingers had seen the movement of the hand-bow, if not what it was and where it had gone.

The other two brigands came lumbering up the slope, trying to convince the three weighted mules to come too. The mules looked to be every bit as intractable as Javani’s ponies, which at least reassured her that there was some truth in bromides. Fingers took a cautious step towards Javani’s mule, trying to peer around it.

‘That’s far enough.’ This time, Ree’s voice carried clear across the morning, cleaving the wood’s misty hush like a blade. ‘Leave the mules and get out of here, before you and your comrades gain some punctures.’

Fingers froze. Ree was standing just proud of the thicket, the bow gripped in her hands, an arrow nocked and ready. Javani wondered if it was the one she’d lost, or one of the last few from the quiver. If they never found her arrow, she knew she wouldn’t hear the end of it.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ Fingers barked. He seemed genuinely baffled. ‘Do you not know who we are?’

‘Hush,’ Ree replied, her eyes steady on Fingers, arms extended, ready to draw back on the bow. ‘There are sixteen archers in the trees around you right now. I give the signal, you and your boys drop where you stand. This is your last chance: leave the mules, and get out of here.’

Fingers licked his lips. He was youngish, Javani thought; it was hard to tell under the grime. He was pale and dark-haired and possibly from the lands of the distant south – she had heard accents like his before, but not for a while, not since they’d been travelling north to Kazeraz themselves.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he growled, and lunged behind the mule, grasping for its rope.

‘Kid, do it!’ Ree snapped.

Teeth gritted, Javani raised the hand-bow and pulled the trigger.

There came a soft plink, then a howl of outraged agony.

Javani opened her eyes.

Fingers was on his back on the road, the hand-bow’s slim bolt jutting from the meat of his thigh. He was staring at it in disbelief and bellowing.

‘You were warned.’ Somehow, Ree’s voice cut over the sound of his honking, and the shouts of his two comrades as they broke into a run towards him. Javani had always been impressed at her mother’s tone of command, which seemed to work on nearly everyone except Javani. ‘Kid, reload,’ Ree added in a low, decidedly non-commanding voice.

Javani began to reload, as Ree swung her bow on the two remaining brigands. ‘Take him and get out of here. Now. Or none of you sees another sunset.’

The two men looked at each other, and one visibly swallowed. Whoever these lads were, Javani thought, they were clearly not very bright. Three of them, armed and armoured, against two smallish, barely armed women with one and half bows between us, they could rush us and beat us to a pulp before we got another shot off. But there was something about the way Ree spoke to them. Her confidence, her assurance, her unflinching dominance … 

‘I’m going to count to three,’ Ree called. The men sprang forward, abandoning the mules and scooping up the convulsed Fingers, draping his arms across their shoulders.

‘One.’

The brigands wheeled around like a five-legged cart and set off at what struck Javani as a fairly impressive clip back down the road.

‘Two.’

Their pace increased, each jolting step sending another howl from Fingers into the morning air. They passed the mules, passed the patch of sodden mud where the merchant/farmer had lain, and disappeared around the curve of the hillside, swallowed by the lingering grey curtain of mist and the ruby vegetation.

‘Three,’ Ree sighed, and slid back against the trunk behind her. ‘Breath of the gods, that was exciting, eh? You still whole, kid?’

Javani patted herself down. ‘Think so. You?’

‘Leg’s hurting like a vicious sow, and I’m not sure how well I tied up the ponies, but it’s not like you gave me much warning. Your signalling and crisis communication needs work, kid.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘And don’t think I’ve forgotten about that arrow, either. It’s not like we can replace it up here – you see many geese about?’

Javani shrugged. ‘Maybe. I’m not that good on birds.’

Ree shook her head, eyes half-closed in amused resignation. ‘Your education really hasn’t been a triumph, has it?’

Javani had another go at brushing the mud from her clothes. ‘I blame the parents.’

Someone cleared their throat on the far side of the mule. Javani hadn’t even heard the approach.

‘Ah,’ said Ree with a bright smile. ‘Kid, isn’t it time you introduced me to your friend?’

The man said his name was Sweeper. It was an odd name, but no stranger than Fingers, and Javani was in no place to judge. Ree made no comment, which Javani thought was remarkably magnanimous of her. He was very dirty, most of it fresh from the look of him, and covered in welts and bruises. A nasty blow on his cheek was leaking dark blood down past his chin. Ree introduced herself and Javani, but volunteered no details of who they were, or what they were doing, which was probably for the best.

‘You didn’t have to help me,’ he said, offering a look of downcast apology. He seemed young, and unsure, and very sore, but it was hard to tell under the dirt and injuries.

‘You think so?’ Ree replied, one eyebrow arched.

‘They’d probably have stopped hitting me eventually,’ he said, still not meeting her gaze.

‘How charitable.’ Ree inclined her head towards the mules, weighed down by their bursting sacks, now reunited by Javani. ‘And you still have your goods, and your mules.’ Her voice was slow and clear, as if she were speaking to a child, or someone hard of hearing. Or perhaps someone who’d recently suffered several blows to the head.

‘Ah. Yes.’ He didn’t exactly look delighted. Maybe those head-hits really had addled him. ‘Thank you.’ He swallowed, looked around as if unsure, one hand on his bloodied cheek. ‘Well.’

‘Do you have somewhere you should be going?’ Ree was peering into his eyes, perhaps looking for signs of concussion. ‘Somewhere you were taking all this?’

‘Oh, yeah, right. Right.’ He nodded, swallowed again, his gaze still wandering. His accent was from somewhere around the plains, Javani thought, although she had no idea what would qualify as a local accent in the Ashadi. His eyes focused suddenly, and he turned to Ree and Javani. ‘Would you come with me? It might make things … easier.’

‘Would we get a hero’s welcome?’ Javani asked, not entirely sarcastically. She’d had a moment of true fear back there, a reminder of a time she’d hoped to put behind her forever, and was keen to identify some kind of silver lining.

‘Oh, yeah, maybe. Why not.’

‘Where are you going? A market? A farm?’

‘Yeah, something like that.’

Ree nodded. ‘We’re amenable. Kid, get the ponies.’

‘But I—’

‘I’m not going back up that bank. Come on, hurry now.’

They made for an odd procession as they plodded up the road beneath the forest’s ruddy canopy. The mist was finally lifting, at least a little, and glimmers of late autumn sun set the remaining leaves aflame. It really was a staggeringly beautiful place, Javani thought, mist and all, and such a wholesale change from the barren vistas of the plains and the desert where she’d spent her childhood. Not that they hadn’t had their own stark beauty, but there’s only so much love you can have for a landscape that wants to kill you.

Sweeper led the procession, his mules roped together, making steady, uncomplaining progress, and impressing Javani no end. She and Ree followed, leading their three ponies, who seemed small and squat beside the mules, and much less heavily loaded. Worryingly so. One of the ponies had lost a shoe somewhere in all the excitement, which had slowed progress and darkened Ree’s mood.

‘Something’s really off about this,’ she muttered as they walked, her staff in her hand and the bow (and hand-bow) stowed back on the pony.

‘He’s pretty shaken up, I guess he’s not normally so … vague?’

‘Look at the tracks, kid. Do you see it?’

Javani looked.

‘Mule tracks,’ she breathed. ‘Going the other way. We’re going back the way he came.’

Ree nodded. ‘So where was he going before, and why is he going back now?’

‘And where are we going now?’

Ree mimicked the man’s boggle-eyed, drifting stare. ‘Something like a farm, something like a market,’ she muttered. ‘Up here? When we’ve seen nothing and no one for weeks?’

‘Where do you think those brigands came from? Do you think they’ll be back?’

Ree cast a look over her shoulder, and her face grew solemn. ‘Don’t know, and don’t know. I’m certainly keen to get back to wherever this fellow is from, assuming it’s where all the stuff on his animals came from. Can’t be just him there, not with all that.’

‘Makes me wonder,’ Javani said, one grubby finger on her grubby chin. ‘Why wasn’t he armed? If he was taking all this valuable produce somewhere – why’s it just him, no guards, no nothing?’

Ree shrugged. ‘Maybe he thought the hills were as empty as we did.’

‘Maybe. Good thing we were there to come to his rescue.’

‘I can’t imagine that bandit agrees.’

‘No.’ Javani found herself frowning. ‘I never shot anyone before. Do you think he’ll be all right?’

‘Probably. Those bolts are small, and you didn’t hit an artery, or we’d have been slipping in his gush. Chin up, kid, it could have been far worse.’

‘Yeah?’

‘You could have hit him in the unmentionables. Gods know what kind of noise he’d have made then.’

Despite herself, Javani snorted. ‘Have you ever hit anyone in the unmentionables?’

Ree pulled a half-smile. ‘Maybe. But never deliberately. It’s hardly sporting.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Really. You’re a terrible shot with a bow.’

‘Why you little—’

‘Wait! Do you hear … a lot of water?’




THREE

It came out of the mist in stages, as at last the feeble sun fought its way through the low cloud and lit the mountainside. A waterfall, cascading over dark rock in thick sheets of white water, its spray sparkling in the thin shafts of sunlight. Before it a ravine, or at least a break in the rock, a sudden interruption in the hillside’s winding climb, over which lay draped a narrow rope bridge. And beyond the bridge, rising in green terraces was … 

‘A village,’ Ree breathed, wiping spray from her face. ‘There’s a whole village up here. This wasn’t on the map.’

‘I’m told it wasn’t a very good map.’ The kid was squinting through the drifting chunks of fog. ‘You could almost call it a little town.’ She paused. ‘Gods, is it a trading post? Are the Guild—’

‘Relax, kid. No Guild this far up, remember? Just look at the place. No pennants, no gates …’

The kid looked. ‘Yeah, where are the walls?’

Ree’s gaze followed the rim of the rock from the rope bridge, away from the waterfall and out of sight around the side of the far ridge. ‘I guess the walls are the landscape.’

The settlement sat on a projecting escarpment, fringed by the waterfall and its ravine at the nearest edge, sweeping around the curve of the river that dropped into the valley below, and around the stark expanse of grey mountain that loomed above. The terrain of the escarpment had been worked into precise terraces, thick with buildings in neat rings, radiating from the uppermost. Aside from the bridge ahead of them, Ree saw no other way to reach it.

Sweeper had reached the rope bridge, which swayed in the wind more than Ree felt entirely comfortable with. It wasn’t that long, or that wide, and had thick oak planks strung between what looked at least sturdy knots. He turned, still rubbing at the cut on his cheek, and waved for them to approach.

‘The mules can be a little reluctant, bridgewardly,’ he said with a nervous grin. The bruises were really coming out on his face now, one side swollen and shining beneath the mud. ‘I tend to take them the long way round. I can … I could do the same for your … your ponies, if you like?’

Ree’s mouth was pursed. ‘How long is the long way round? What would we be doing?’

‘Relax, Ma,’ the kid muttered. ‘Look.’ She gestured to the road’s edge, where a narrow trail cut back down the slope beneath them, turning hairpins until it reached the valley floor beyond the waterfall’s foot. Through mist and spray, Ree saw a much more substantial bridge over the river at the valley-foot, then a similar winding trail up the escarpment on the far side, steep and sparse, leading up towards the settlement’s edge.

Sweeper offered an apologetic smile. One of his teeth was chipped, but Ree couldn’t tell if it was fresh. ‘Takes a time longer, thought you might want to cross here. Say … say hello.’

‘I’m not sure about—’ Ree began.

‘What about our hero’s welcome?’ the kid cut in. ‘Won’t that be harder without you to introduce us?’

He shook his head vigorously. ‘Oh, no. Much better, like this.’ He extended a hand for the lead pony’s rope, and the kid handed it straight over. ‘See you there?’

‘Kid! How do we know—’

‘Come on, Ma, you’re not going to slog your way down there and back up again just to keep an eye on the ponies, are you? Our hero’s welcome awaits.’ She swung back to Sweeper. ‘You’ll be all right with all the animals? Our girls can be, uh, difficult.’

‘Yeah. Animals seem to find me reassuring.’

Ree took another look at the swaying bridge, its ropes slick with waterfall spray, its boards shining. She took a sharp breath. ‘Well, then. See you there.’

A man stood at the bridge’s far end, arms folded, waiting less than patiently for them to cross. Ree took her time, noting the man’s thick woollen kaftan and peevish demeanour. Quality wool, too. She concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, ignoring the grumbling sparks of pain from her right leg with each pace. A strong smell of animals wafted over the damp breeze.

‘Who’s this?’ The kid was at her side, not escorting, not minding, just keeping close. Ree resented her conscientiousness as much as she appreciated it. I’m not yet that old and decrepit, she thought. Still, the bridge is slippery.

She eyed the wooden baton that hung from the man’s belt. ‘I’m guessing this is our first taste of the town’s guardians.’

‘Halt!’ the man barked as they set grateful foot on the solid ground of the bridge’s far side. A small hut stood to one side of him, possibly a guard post, and piled beyond on a patch of open ground were stacks of timber in impressive volumes, as well as coiled ropes and what could have been pulleys, laid flat. Clearly some building work was in its early stages.

‘Can we not get a mite further from the edge of this chasm?’ Ree enquired with a sweet smile.

The man sniffed. ‘Stay where you are. There’s no plague here, we won’t have it. All new arrivals are to submit to inspection, by order of the Council.’

Ree’s smile was undimmed. ‘And who’s that?’

His eyebrows lowered, although it wasn’t clear if this was in anger or incomprehension. ‘The village council, who make the laws and take the decisions that guide us and bind us, that council.’ He blinked. He wasn’t as old as Ree had expected, as old as his stature and manner had suggested. She’d have been surprised if he was even thirty, the skin fresh and unblemished on his jowly face.

‘And who are you?’

‘I ask the questions!’ the man near-shrieked.

‘Well, go on then,’ the kid replied, leaning a hand on one of the bridge’s anchoring posts. ‘Ask away.’

The man was flushing, which amused Ree no end. He cleared his throat, one hand now gripping the baton at his belt. ‘State your business here.’

‘You know,’ Ree said, leaning against the other anchor post, ‘that’s more of a command than a question.’

He looked from one to the other. ‘Well?’

‘Well, are you going to ask a question?’

His eyes went wide, and for a moment Ree thought he might try to strike her. Then a clear voice called out through the thinning mist. ‘Gumis, do we have visitors?’

Ree looked beyond Gumis, their temporary obstacle, to see a woman descending the terraces, moving quickly down the banked-earth steps with obvious enthusiasm. She was old – Ree caught herself; the woman was probably the same age as her, her hair shot through with enough white to make great winding stripes in her braids. Her robes were loose and functional, and evidently of the same tough, undyed wool as the man blocking their path. He looked at her with obvious deference.

She reached them swiftly, as Gumis glowered, and offered them a bright, warm smile. ‘Welcome, travellers. I am Camellia, a member of the Council here.’

Ree offered a bow of her head. ‘We’ve been hearing all about you.’

‘We don’t have plague,’ the kid added.

Camellia’s brow furrowed, and she glanced at Gumis, who had remained in peevish silence. ‘And you’ve met Gumis, our constable.’

Gumis grunted. Ree grinned. ‘Indeed we have. I believe he was about to ask us our business here.’

‘Which is?’ he growled.

‘Just passing through.’

‘And do you have names?’ Camellia asked with an open smile.

‘I’m Javani, she’s Ree,’ the kid volunteered. ‘We’re on our way to Arestan, crossing the Ashadi.’

Ree put up a finger. ‘One moment, please.’ Gripping the kid’s sleeve, she wheeled the girl into an involuntary huddle, facing back across the swaying bridge.

‘Gods’ haemorrhoids, child,’ she hissed, ‘have you lost your tiny mind? We are fugitives! What if there really are agents of the Miners’ Guild in this place? We can’t go broadcasting our identities and agenda!’

The kid only pursed her lips, eyebrows raised. ‘Come on, Ma. No Guild this far up, you said so yourself. Our troubles are way behind us, that way. That way. No, that way. Maybe.’ She turned back to Camellia without waiting for a response. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘Arestan, you say.’ Camellia’s smile had faded. ‘Well, you are welcome here. Respect our laws and customs, and you may stay as long as you wish before you continue your journey.’

‘Much appreciated,’ Ree said slowly, and met the kid’s glance. Adherence to law was an odd thing to lead with, wasn’t it? What was their expectation otherwise? The kid’s eyes said she agreed.

‘Weapons!’ barked Gumis.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Do you have on you any weapons of war, any tools of death or injury, or anything that can be used to kill or maim?’

Ree considered. ‘Yes.’

‘Surrender them immediately.’ Gumis shot a look at Camellia. ‘Please.’

Ree looked at the man sidelong. ‘Why?’

Camellia cleared her throat. ‘This would be the first of our laws. No weapons are permitted within the community. We live in peace here, and it is no place for tools of war.’

Ree gave them a deeply distrusting look, then ducked her head to the kid’s level. ‘What do you think, kid?’ she murmured.

‘I think maybe Sweeper wasn’t addled from his injuries. Maybe they’re all like this? But’ – she gripped Ree’s arm – ‘we need supplies, we’re down a shoe on one of the ponies, and we’re still due our hero’s welcome when Sweeper turns up with his mules and all his goods intact. We can always trade some of Aki’s smaller stones if that doesn’t do the job.’

‘I hear you.’ Ree stood straight again. ‘We accept. I’ve got, let’s see … three knives, one sword, and the kid here has, what? Two knives, is that it? Three, there you go. Then of course, there are the bows on the ponies.’

Camellia frowned. ‘The ponies?’

The kid nodded. ‘Your man Sweeper is bringing them up the long way. Along with his mules.’

Relief coloured her face. ‘He brought home the mules? That’s wonderful.’

The kid was nodding along with her, a broad grin spreading across her face. ‘Not just the mules, but everything on them.’

Camellia’s smile froze. ‘What?’

‘Yup, Ree and I arrived in the very nick of time, saved—’

‘The mules are still laden?’

‘As I said, we arrived, well, I arrived—’

‘Dear gods above!’ Her hands wrapped her head. ‘Dear gods!’ She turned and strode away from them, back towards the terrace steps, in the direction of the eventual exit of the long way round.

The kid met Ree’s gaze. ‘Now what do you suppose that’s about?’

Ree’s teeth pulled at her bottom lip. ‘That may have been your hero’s welcome going up in smoke, kid. Come on, let’s go and see what’s going on.’

She took a step, only to find the inflated form of Gumis once again blocking their path.

‘Weapons!’

Ree followed Gumis’s strutting form as he led them up through the terraces, trying to keep a lid on her simmering frustration despite the flares of pain from her leg at each brisk step. She’d not even been allowed her walking staff. Low timber buildings of elm and oak clustered on the rising ground, laid out in well-organised banks, broken by well-buttressed terrace walls with wide-cut steps. The mist was almost entirely gone, burned away by the sluggish late autumn sun, revealing the stark wall of grey rock rising behind the settlement, blocking further passage west.

‘What about cutting food?’ she demanded of Gumis’s back. ‘How am I supposed to do that?’

‘We have communal implements,’ he tossed back over his shoulder. ‘Crafted from horn and bone, and only allowed in the hands of a select group.’

‘Would that group include you, by any chance?’

His smirk gave her the answer.

‘You know, Gumis,’ she muttered, ‘I could probably kill you with just my—’

The kid tugged at her elbow. ‘Look at this place, Ree. These aren’t shacks and lean-tos. They’ve got a market, that could be a teahouse, I’m guessing that’s a temple, back there are grain stores, right? Past the barns?’

Ree scanned as she walked, and grunted reluctant agreement.

‘Gumis,’ the kid called, ‘what was all that timber for at the bridge? Are you building something there?’

He was glossy with pride. ‘The village is in the early stages of construction of a water mill, powered by the fall. It will be unlike anything for a thousand leagues in any direction. The fixings in the rock are already in place, and we’ll be done in time for the first harvest.’

‘You’ll build it over winter?’

‘Winter here isn’t as sharp as in the high places.’ He sniffed again. ‘And we are hardy people.’

The kid leaned back in, her voice lowered. ‘It’s a pretty decent set-up, right? Looks almost like an army camp. It’s got zones.’

Ree grunted again. Hens and geese pottered past them on avian business as they proceeded, and the smell of ruminants and their emissions was more powerful than ever. Bleats and squawks floated on the air.

‘You have a lot of cattle here, Gumis?’

He shook his head. ‘No cattle, but plenty of sheep and goats. And fowl.’

Ree eyed the grain stores, tall, conical buildings of loose stone and packed earth mortar. ‘And you farm wheat?’

His pride was impossible to miss. ‘And spring barley.’

Ree gave him a single beat. ‘Then what the fuck do you cut it with? How do you shear and slaughter the animals? Stern looks? Sharp words?’

Gumis sniffed and came to a halt, his chin jutting. ‘My apologies, travellers, but I think we have a miscommunication. I am escorting you not as your guide, but as your guard. You are strangers here, and have no right to demand anything of us.’

The kid stared back at him from beneath raised and sceptical brows. ‘You’re guarding us?’ she asked, deadpan.

Gumis resumed his stalk, leading them wide of what must have been the main square, a wide expanse of open ground on the uppermost terrace, and towards the descending steps on its far side. ‘The slaughterhouse and tannery are outside the community boundary,’ he muttered. ‘As are several other dwellings, for reasons that need not concern you.’

Ree ignored him, looking up at the stark rockface that hemmed in the settlement along its western side, all the way from the waterfall and its bridge, around the back of the terraces and then out of sight, around the mountain’s shoulder. Now they were closer, she could see breaks in the rock, platforms and ledges, and what looked like stairs carved or hammered into the pale stone. A construction of ropes dangled from the uppermost ledge.

‘What’s up there?’

‘None of your business!’ Gumis snapped.

‘Constable Gumis!’ called a deep, rolling voice across the square. ‘Who is this?’

They turned to see an enormous man ducking out from the doorway of what Ree now recognised as the grandest building yet. Timber-framed with a stone footing, it featured ornate carving on the pillars either side of its wide doorway, although at this range, she couldn’t see of what. It struck her as the first purely decorative aspect she’d seen to anything since entering the settlement.

The man emerging from the doorway was vast, as tall as any Ree had ever seen, and substantial with it. He looked like a structural column. Like those of Camellia and Gumis, his robes were wool, but as he came closer Ree spotted its finespun softness, the dyed thread embroidered at cuff and collar. His clothes also appeared to fit him, which meant they could have been made for nobody else; you could have clothed the kid four times over with the same fabric.

‘Look at the size of that bastard,’ the kid whispered, her eyes wide in wonder.

‘Master Keretan.’ Gumis appeared to bow at the large man’s approach. Gumis wasn’t particularly tall to begin with, a little more than Ree’s own modest height, and the man loomed over him like a siege tower. ‘Travellers. Passing through.’

The new man looked the newcomers up and down. ‘Has Camellia …?’

Gumis nodded. ‘She has.’

Keretan hmmed, then turned his lofty gaze on Ree. ‘What brings you to us?’ His voice was so deep it seemed to tremble through the earth.

‘Just passing through,’ Ree replied, trying not to crane her neck.

‘We’re crossing the Ashadi to Arestan,’ the kid added, to her mother’s annoyance.

The man hmmed again, a low rumble. Gumis was openly sneering. ‘A limping old woman and a child? Get over the high places? With winter around the corner? Ha!’

Ree fixed him with a steely glare. ‘Old?’

He somehow missed it. ‘And don’t think you’re staying here, either, we’re quite full. As soon as this mess with the handover is resolved, you’re out again, make no mistake.’

Ree had taken a step forward already, one hand reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. ‘The only mistake around here is being made by your mouth, Constable Gumis. If you’d care to test my resilience, I’d be happy to duel you at your leisure. We can step outside your boundaries and use real weapons, or I can beat you insensible with that little stick of yours. How’s now for you?’

The kid was pulling her back as the words left her mouth. ‘Ma! No.’

Ree shook her off. ‘What? I’ve won every duel I’ve fought. Nearly.’

‘Please don’t threaten one of the first people we’ve met in ages.’

Gumis appeared to be vibrating with outrage, but Keretan put one heavy hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘Peace, constable. Words can wound as sure as arrows, but what’s said in anger can be mended more readily than spilled blood.’ His heavy brows lowered. His head was very square, his scalp shaved and gleaming, his beard as thick and wide as his head, and very grey. Ree guessed he was older than her, but he could simply have been weathered by the atmospheric conditions. ‘Now what was this you said about a mess with the handover?’

‘Keretan!’ Camellia was at the top of the far steps, robes flowing from the speed of her climb. Slinking behind her, bloodied and battered and looking thoroughly ashamed, was Sweeper.

‘Keretan,’ she repeated, her eyes wide. ‘We have a problem.’




FOUR

The grand building was, apparently, the Council House. Inside, fires burned in twin fireplaces, either side of a wide patch of flooring, matted with woven reeds and laid with rugs. Ree had to admit the place was well constructed, the roof timbers stretching overhead between stone chimneys, allowing even Keretan plenty of headroom.

The big man folded himself on one of seven low wooden seats, hewn from old stumps and finely polished, set in a shallow curve beneath an odd display mounted on the chamber’s far wall. Ree squinted in the low and flickering light.

‘Nine bastard hells,’ she whispered. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

The kid gave her a level look. ‘And what do you think it is?’

‘A set of armour of one of Arowan’s Golden Lancers. Although,’ she squinted again, ‘it looks pretty mangled. And from the size of it, it can only have belonged to one person here.’

Keretan caught her stare, and gave a slow, acknowledging nod. He didn’t seem proud, or keen to discuss why a giant set of gleaming cavalry armour might be hanging from the wall of the Council House, but Ree got the impression that Keretan was a man who was happy to let his stature do the talking. No wonder he appeared to be the head of the Council.

The rest of the Council was gathering, such as it was. Keretan was the only one sitting so far: Gumis refused to let Ree and Javani out of his sight, Camellia paced on the matting before the seven seats, and two newcomers engaged in animated conversation by the door, apparently about something else entirely. They were older men, what hair remained turned silver, one stooped and leaning on a stick, the other taller, talking down his nose. They were, presumably, what passed for village elders. In the background, Ree saw Sweeper quietly pick up a broom and begin sweeping the matting by a fireplace. It seemed his name was entirely literal.

Camellia was out of patience. ‘Mani, Volkan, please! We must discuss matters urgently.’

The two older men abandoned their dispute, apparently unresolved, and made shuffling progress to opposite ends of the Council seats. Gumis sat down beside Keretan, his beady eyes fixed on Ree and Javani, with a look as intimidating as his young face could muster. Ree shook her head in amused disdain.

‘Very well, Camellia,’ said the stooped man, the stick now resting between his knees. Ree eyed it with envy. ‘What is the matter? Volkan and I were in the middle of a very tense game of stones, and if we don’t get back to it soon he will claim infirmity and abscond.’ He looked up, as if noticing the two extras in the chamber for the first time. His wrinkled features spread in delighted surprise. ‘And who are our guests?’

Ree took a step forward and a breath to speak, but the enormous Keretan caught her eye, his hand raised to forestall her. Against her own expectations as much as anyone else’s, she stepped back. The man exerted an astonishing level of natural authority, and it wasn’t just from his size. He was measured and sober in manner, and had shown little in the way of emotion at any time since she’d first seen him. She waited to see what he’d do.

‘Camellia?’ Keretan said, with a slight motion of his open palm.

Camellia had yet to take her seat. ‘Where is Lali? Has she arrived?’

Ree eyed the empty seats. Assuming Camellia ever sat, there would still be two left over. Maybe this Lali was another village big hitter?

A clatter from the doorway behind them announced a late arrival, a girl older than the kid, but possibly not much, carrying a bundle of what could have been parchment around a pen and ink set. Ree locked her features as the girl bustled past, determined not to show surprise. Somehow, they had to be trading with the plains, even as deep into the mountains as they were. There had to be a trade route she and the kid had missed, perhaps cutting south-east? Ree and Javani had come from the northern side, perhaps that excuse for a road they’d stumbled over had been the trade path’s end.

The girl bowed to Camellia. ‘I’m so sorry, Mother Camellia, I wasn’t aware that—’

‘It’s no trouble, Lali,’ Camellia replied with an indulgent smile. ‘This was unscheduled, and you’re here now.’ The girl sank to the floor before the arc of seats, cross-legged, unfurling her parchment bundle and cracking open her pen and ink set. So, Ree mused, not much of a big hitter after all. Lali set down her inkpot on the matting, and artfully dipped one of her sharp wooden pens, making some vigorous test scratches at the parchment’s edge until she was happy with the amount of ink on the nib.

Mani, the old fellow with the stick, leaned forward in his seat. ‘Please, my dear,’ he said in an avuncular tone, ‘have a care with your marking. Is it not enough that the poor animal died for you, that you should make such a mess of its hide?’

Lali’s cheeks darkened and her head bowed, and she put the pen to one side.

Camellia cleared her throat. ‘If we are all ready …?’

Ree’s eyes darted once more to the two empty seats. Five out of seven wasn’t bad, she supposed.

Without any further delay, Camellia launched into the meeting’s preamble, noting the date (was it so late in the year already?) the names of those present, and the urgent nature of the assembly. She remained standing as she spoke, her pacing stilled but her nervous energy no less present, while Lali’s pen scratched, gently, at the parchment from the floor.

‘So, to the matter at hand,’ Keretan rumbled, his dark eyes shifting slowly from Camellia to Ree and Javani, then to Sweeper, who was sweeping around a set of gleaming pots in the corner. ‘Sweeper, please join us.’

The man shuffled over, broom still in hand. His wounds looked pretty dreadful in the flickering light of the fires and what Ree took to be tallow candles on clay stands, but he moved without gasps and winces, which was more than Ree imagined she’d do in his place.

‘You returned to us with the mules,’ Keretan continued, ‘and their cargo still on them. Why did you not make the exchange?’

‘Ah, Master Keretan, gracious councillors,’ Sweeper said, his eyes on the woven reeds, ‘there was the most dreadful confusion … I can’t … I can’t really explain it.’

Ree’s mouth twitched. The exchange. She flicked a sidelong look at Javani. The kid was looking back, brows raised, lips pursed. Expectant. Are you going to say anything?

Not yet, Ree told herself. Let’s see where this is leading, before we go blundering in again. For a start, she wanted to know what all that produce was being exchanged for.

Camellia was still standing, ducking her head to meet his gaze with earnest eyes, her braids swinging. ‘Sweeper, please, you must tell us exactly what happened. We must make this right.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ was all the man would mumble.

Ree sighed to herself. Time to make herself even more popular. ‘He was set upon by brigands,’ she called from the back of the room. ‘Can’t you see he’s been beaten near-senseless? No wonder he can’t give you a straight answer.’ Unless, she added to herself, that really is what he’s normally like, in which case I can’t help you.

‘Then why does he still have the cargo?’ said the second old man, Volkan, a pinched, narrow face on a vaguely cone-shaped head.

‘Because we saved him!’ the kid shot back. ‘We arrived in the nick of time, and not only stopped him being beaten to a mushy pulp, but drove off the bandits before they could make off with your produce.’

Ree followed straight on. ‘I’m sorry Master Sweeper couldn’t get to his exchange as planned, but it was probably best he return for some care and attention, yes? You can try your exchange again later, perhaps a mite better guarded, if I may offer a suggestion?’

Camellia nodded. ‘Yes, of course, we must rearrange it forthwith.’ She paused, brows dark beneath silver braids. ‘Brigands? You drove them off? How?’

‘Shot one in the leg,’ the kid retorted with what Ree was sure was more confidence than she felt.

‘How many were there?’ Camellia pressed, then the colour left her face. ‘What did they look like?’

Keretan was leaning forward on one elbow, his eyes intent, licking dry lips. ‘Kindly describe those you saw.’

Ree exchanged looks with the kid. ‘Three of them,’ the kid said. ‘Shabby cloaks, shabby mail underneath. One was called … er, a nickname, Fungus?’

‘Fingers,’ Ree corrected.

‘Oh, sweet mercy.’ Camellia’s hands were either side of her head, fingers burying themselves in her braids. ‘Oh, mercy of the gods be upon us.’

‘What?’ said the kid, brows knitted. ‘What’s the issue?’

Ree was shaking her head. ‘Are you telling me that Fingers and his crew were your exchange partners? That … that beating we witnessed was part of some arrangement?’

‘No.’ Keretan’s voice cut over Camellia’s anxious rambling. ‘No beating was part of any arrangement.’

Ree could feel her eyebrows climbing. ‘But apart from that, you were turning all that … stuff over to Fingers and his goons? In exchange for what?’

Gumis was up from his chair. ‘None of your business!’

Keretan waved a peevish hand. ‘Gumis, please. Sit down.’

Ree put her hands up. ‘No, no, he’s right. This is none of our concern. We’re just passing through, right, kid?’

The kid grunted. She was frowning deeply, staring at Sweeper who remained staring at the floor, hands locked on his broom.

‘And we’re a little low on supplies, so if you wanted to thank us for saving your friend here—’

‘You’ve saved no one,’ came Camellia’s voice in little more than a whisper. ‘The exact reverse. Oh, mercy of the gods …’

‘Camellia.’ Keretan was getting to his feet, immediately huge even beneath the building’s high beams. ‘All will be well. As our traveller says, we can make the exchange again. If we send a message now, we might even have it done before sundown.’

‘They shot one in the leg,’ Camellia whispered, wide-eyed.

‘And they were beating your man half to death,’ Ree called back. ‘Would have been the whole way there if we hadn’t shown up when we did. Are you telling me you’d rather they’d taken all he had and left him bleeding out by the roadside, never to return?’

She waited.

‘Well, that’s horrifying.’

‘You don’t understand.’ Deep lines dug beneath Camellia’s eyes. ‘It’s not as simple as that.’

‘Clearly.’ Ree cricked her neck. Her leg was aching from standing. ‘Well, we’ve used up too much of your time, so we’ll be taking our leave – and our weapons.’

Gumis took a step down towards them. ‘Happily,’ he growled.

‘Wait.’ Keretan’s hand was up again. ‘It would be a shame if we gave the impression that we’re ungrateful for your actions in bringing Sweeper home to us. He’s a valued part of the community.’ He took two giant steps forward and laid a gentle hand on the downcast man’s shoulder. ‘We would be happy to offer you supplies for your onward journey in return.’

Gumis went to speak, then, perhaps for the first time in his life, thought better of it. He continued to glower at Ree.

‘Much appreciated,’ Ree replied, ignoring Gumis. ‘We’ll be out of your hair before the day is over. Arestan is still that way, right?’

‘Your leg.’ Mani was hobbling up now, the meeting seemingly dissolving around them. Ree felt a pang of sympathy for Lali and her note-taking endeavours. ‘Does it pain you much?’

Ree kept her voice cool. ‘Only when I use it.’

‘Would it be unkind to suggest you and the girl would benefit from some rest somewhere comfortable before you continued your journey?’

‘Well, I’d have to ask the girl.’

The kid tugged at her elbow. ‘Get him to define “comfortable”.’

Mani had already turned to Keretan, looming overhead. ‘Keretan, we can put them up for a day or two, wouldn’t you say? Allow them a little respite before they move on. Arestan is no easy journey from here.’

‘It’s not?’ The kid was still gripping Ree’s arm. ‘Then what in hells have we been travelling all this way for? We’ve been crossing the mountains for months, how are there still more bastard mountains?’

The Council House was quiet but for the dying echoes of her shriek. The kid cleared her throat. ‘What I mean is …’

Mani offered a munificent smile. ‘I can’t make a proclamation on your route-finding, but Arestan remains to the west of us. Whether you can make it from here … I also can’t judge. None of us on the Council ever tried the journey, and some of us,’ he coughed, ‘are now far too old to try.’

‘Several have left us over the years,’ Volkan added, although his attention seemed to be elsewhere, ‘and not returned, but that proves little – perhaps they reached their destination, perhaps they did not, but none came back to tell us, and far more have stayed here, and made a home for themselves.’

Mani nodded, his white moustache bristling outwards as he smiled. ‘It’s nice here, after all.’

Keretan was looking at Camellia, who shook her head, resigned or defeated or simply preoccupied with whatever disaster was unfolding in her imagination. ‘You and the child may stay for the night, if it please you. On your departure, we will ensure you are well-supplied for your onward journey.’

‘Thanks,’ Ree said, and meant it.

‘Child?’ the kid growled.

‘Mani, will you show them out? Unless you have anything to add to our business?’

‘Joyously nothing, Keretan.’




FIVE

The mist was gone, and the day shone golden, the wooded hills around them bright and burnished in the sunlight. Even the grey wall of rock behind them seemed to glow. The day still had some chill to it, but Ree could no longer see her breath when she huffed. The stink of animals and their emissions remained ever-present.

Mani excused himself for a moment while he conversed with a passing villager, a burly, youngish man, later named as Solheil, who pointedly paid the newcomers so little attention that his curiosity couldn’t have been more obvious. Ree and Javani stood on the wide steps that led up to the Council House, watching chickens meander aimlessly across the square and basking in the meagre sun.

‘Funny bunch, eh?’ the kid said after a moment.

Ree scratched at her nose. She wanted a sit-down and a hot bath. ‘They are indeed. Interesting mix of accents, too.’

Mani came wandering back, his stick leaving small divots in the soft ground. ‘So sorry to keep you waiting, ladies. You could lodge in the stables, of course, but I think we can rustle up something a little more salubrious, if you’re prepared to loiter a little?’

Ree chewed at her lip for a moment. ‘Stables? Is that where our ponies are?’

He nodded towards the lower terrace. ‘I understand so.’

The kid followed his nod. ‘You have other horses?’

‘No, these are winter stables, for the sheep and the goats. And the mules, of course. Your ponies will be in good company. Would you care to see them? Will they be worried about you?’

Ree hesitated a moment, scanning his expression to check he was joking. Not even a twinkle to his eye. The man was serious.

‘Maybe. But they’ve had worse.’ She paused. ‘One of them needs a new shoe. Do you have a farrier here?’

‘We do.’ He beamed, moustache gleaming in the sun, then he paused in thought. ‘Perhaps you’d care to meet her? She’s a bit of a walk, but I think you might find it worthwhile.’

‘Any chance of getting my staff back? My leg’s pissing razors, as we say in the east.’

Mani looked pained. ‘Ah. Confiscated by our constable?’

‘The very same. But he’s allowed his little truncheon, is he?’

Now there was a twinkle in the old man’s eye. ‘The baton of office could never be confused with a weapon, young lady.’

Ree fought down a smile at that; no one had called her ‘young lady’ in over a decade. ‘Call me Ree. So, no weapons at all around here?’

A man strode into view from the other side of the terrace, walking briskly, his head high, his grizzled features impassive, almost hostile to their surroundings, looking neither left nor right but staring off to infinity. Unlike the other wool-clad villagers they’d seen, this man wore soft leather, and Ree’s mouth fell open as she saw what he carried slung over his shoulder.

‘That man—’

Mani turned, slowly, as the man crossed the square. ‘Ah. Anri.’

‘He’s got a fucking bow!’

‘And arrows!’ the kid added.

The man took the stairs beside them two at a time, paying them no heed at all. ‘Camellia!’ he bellowed through the doorway.

Camellia appeared, looking flustered, perhaps still wrought over the ruined exchange, perhaps from her rude summoning.

‘Anri,’ she said. Her eyes went to his bow and back, but she said nothing. Ree wondered if the bow was the problem, or the arrows. What danger was a bow, after all, if you had nothing to shoot?

‘Six rabbits,’ Anri growled, ‘and a hart.’ His voice was deep and throaty, with the strong, mellifluous accent of the distant Hindmarch. ‘If you’re wanting them dressed, it’s extra.’

‘Anri, at the moment there are other priorities—’

He leaned back from her, dark eyes flashing. At least one of his front teeth was missing beneath his salt-and-pepper whiskers. ‘Or I can take them back? Leave them to rot in the forest? There’s less out there to hunt by the day.’

Camellia rubbed at her face with both hands. ‘Of course not. I’ll square everything with the Council.’

‘Good.’ He turned on his heel and began marching away, back towards the bridge.

Mani shook his head with a sigh. ‘A sorry business.’

‘That he’s allowed weapons?’ the kid prompted. ‘Why is he allowed weapons and nobody else?’

Camellia
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